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Introduction
The Breckland Society was set up in 2003 to encourage interest and research into
the natural, built and social heritage of the East Anglian Brecks. It is a membership
organisation working to help protect the area and offering a range of activities to
those who wish to see its special qualities preserved and enhanced. The Society is
one of the lead partners in Breaking New Ground (see below), under which grant
funding of £6,184 was made available for The Military History of the Brecks 1900–1949
project.
In March 2014 the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) confirmed the award of nearly £1.5
million to the Breaking New Ground Landscape Partnership, enabling a £2.2 million
scheme to start delivering a range of heritage and landscape projects in the heart of
the Norfolk & Suffolk Brecks over a period of three years.
The scheme is hosted by Suffolk County Council at Brandon Country Park and
is supported by Norfolk County Council, St Edmundsbury Borough Council
and Forest Heath District Council, as well as a variety of other local and national
organisations. With a wide range of partners involved in the scheme, Breaking New
Ground will deliver more than 40 projects across four programme areas:
a) Conserving or restoring built and natural features
b) Increasing community participation
c) Increasing access and learning
d) Increasing training opportunities
Whilst Breaking New Ground is required by the HLF to deliver its projects within
an agreed core area (231km2 focused around the Brecks market towns of Thetford
and Brandon), most of the projects are relevant to the wider Brecks. They have been
specifically devised to ensure that their benefits, and opportunities for participation
and training will be available to everyone across the full 1,029km2 of the Norfolk
and Suffolk Brecks, and beyond.

A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y

5

THE MILITARY HISTORY OF THE BRECKS 1900–1949

1: Context and Background
Between 1900 and 1949, the Brecks saw some of the most important and interesting
events in British military history. The area was an early venue for troop and equipment
training, including tanks and aeroplanes from their very earliest use; it accommodated
troops going to, and returning from, the trenches of World War One; invasion
defences crossed its landscape in 1940 and in 1941 its airfields and aerodromes launched
bombing raids against Nazi Germany and Occupied Europe; and then, immediately
after World War Two, it became the venue for military activity as the Cold War took
hold. The local people variously volunteered, left for war, were shot at and bombed,
and held the fort at home. Meanwhile, outsiders came in, flew, fought, mixed and
married, sometimes then leaving, sometimes staying. It is a complex and intriguing
chapter in local history and one that has not been systematically assessed before.
By the turn of the twentieth century, the Breckland landscape was dominated by
large landed estates, usually run for country sports such as game shooting. The
land comprised characteristically poor soil, flinty sand lying over chalk. This was
agriculturally unproductive, and whilst on that basis Breckland would never feed the
nation, it also meant that the land’s value for farming was low and it was therefore
available for other types of use. During both world wars, when Britain was struggling
to import foodstuffs by sea through a barrage of U-boats and torpedoes, the sandy
heaths were used to house and train troops without any cost in terms of potatoes
or wheat.
Some of these uses were important events in their own right. The 1912 manoeuvres
across the Breckland heaths trained the British Army so that it could survive the
opening battles of World War One. The world’s first-ever tanks and tank crews trained
in top secret at Elveden. The first aerodromes were built on tracts of razed heath and
were used to train pilots in the art of flying gimcrack flimsy aeroplanes, and would
later be superseded by bomber airfields that kept Britain and her Empire politically
and militarily involved in World War Two, even when pushed out of Europe by the
German Panzer divisions. The Breckland camps also housed thousands of the men –
and horses – that served on the Western Front in World War One, and in World
War Two those same camps accommodated personnel and machines in preparation
for D-Day.
The Military History of the Brecks 1900–1949 project has explored and emphasised
some of these specific and important events alongside a more general military
history of the area during the first half of the twentieth century. Some very
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significant archaeological remains have been identified in the field, and matched to
documentary and archival information. Of particular note has been the discovery
of so much of the training infrastructure of the military camps that once dotted the
landscape and the additional light that the volunteers have shed on the tank training
that took place in the Brecks and on the Desert Rats camp. The greatest limitation
on the project has proved to be the amount of space available in which to publish
the project findings: this written report is a summary of the raw research data
gathered by the volunteers, much of which will be placed online over the coming
months as part of the work of the newly formed Brecks Military History Group,
supported by the Breckland Society. Many new findings and stories have come to
light and merit further examination by the Group and others.
There is a huge amount already written about the military history of the period,
but most accounts cover East Anglia generally and do not focus specifically on
the Brecks. In addition to presenting the project’s own findings, it is hoped that
this report will act as a signpost for some excellent, but lesser-known pieces of
research about the role of the area in military history. Mainly carried out by local or
amateur historians, and often self-published, many of these accounts are excellent
reading and often exhaustively researched. The subjects covered can be very specific,
sometimes focusing on a single location or event. This report’s Select Bibliography
(see page 48) contains the details of some of the published sources which were used
by the project volunteers.
Research and training were undertaken by volunteers in three main areas:
1.

2.

3.

Local archives – principally the Norfolk Record Office (Norwich) and 		
West Suffolk Record Office (Bury St Edmunds) – were examined for important
documents. We found and used auction sale particulars, drainage maps,
Ordnance Survey maps printed on cloth, photos by the dozen, personal
accounts, typewritten logs of bomb damage, and many personal recollections
which people had written down, sometimes published, sometimes not.
Archaeological fieldwork. We correlated aerial photographs with maps and
the LiDAR survey carried out in the Brecks as part of Breaking New Ground
(in which a laser records the height of the ground from a plane, creating a very
detailed topography of ground level). We visited known and suspected military
sites, and took photos of what appeared to be interesting or significant.
We conducted interviews with local people who remembered World War Two
and their part (or that of their parents and family) in it. Other personal
accounts we found on blogs and published on the internet, or were given to
us by people who had written their memories out on paper, just to get them
recorded in some way.

The sources used by the project varied from little-known pieces of local research
to bestselling works of popular history. One important starting-point resource for
background and general information was Wikipedia and other websites. Whilst it
is certainly true that not all internet sources can be relied upon, there is nonetheless
some extremely high-quality military history writing and research freely and easily
A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y
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available online. Some of it would doubtlessly have been self-published ten or
twenty years ago, but the ease and minimal cost of publishing electronically makes
the internet the natural home of the historian without a book deal. Any researcher
must be able of course to evaluate the reliability of such sources, what bias they
might be subject to, and carry out additional cross-checks and verification where
feasible, but with that in mind the internet proved to be a valuable resource for the
volunteers on this project.
Abbreviations
IWM		
NRO		
WSROB

Imperial War Museum
Norfolk Record Office
West Suffolk Record Office

Right
Volunteers examine
an abandoned decoy
control tower at
Snarehill Airfield, on
land now owned by
the Shadwell Estate.
© Peter Goulding.
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2: The Edwardian Age of Empire 1900 to 1914
The new century started with the engagement of the British Army in the
Boer War. The well-armed Boers used modern rifles, guerrilla tactics and superior
fieldcraft to initially run rings around the British before the superior weight of the
British Empire was brought to bear. This near debacle was partly responsible for
the Haldane Reforms of 1906, which established the British Expeditionary Force
(BEF) as a well-resourced, permanent element within the army, trained specifically
to intervene in a major overseas war. To make sure the units that formed the BEF
could be reinforced and supplied with new recruits, territorial units were formed
out of the old yeomanry county regiments. In the wake of these reforms, large-scale
military exercises rook place across the Brecks in 1906, 1911 and 1912. Those of 1912
were particularly significant, as they proved to be the largest army exercises to take
place in Britain before the start of World War One two years later.

Left
Map of the southern part
of the area used in the 1912
manoeuvres, also showing
that utilised previously
for those in 1911.
WSROB, GB554/C7/1.

Army manoeuvres

Little has come to light about the 1906 manoeuvres, which were probably the first
major exercises to take place after the Haldane reforms and were likely to have had
an important function in integrating the new formations initiated by Haldane.
A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y
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The 1911 Territorial Manoeuvres took place in August that year, with territorials
arriving in Thetford for two weeks of exercises. An Ordnance Survey map,
published specifically for the 1912 manoeuvres a year later, was found in the West
Suffolk Record Office as part of the project research. On the map an area is
marked “that has been used for training this year for the territorials and will be
avoided for Inter-Divisional Manoeuvres”. This seems to have been confined to
an area roughly between Thetford, Brandon and Elveden, although frustratingly
the map was published as two parts, the Northern and Southern Section. So far
only the Southern section has come to light. These manoeuvres would have been
very localised and probably focused on routine aspects of active service: musketry,
marching and making camp.
The 1912 Army Manoeuvres were on an altogether grander scale than any that had
happened before. In early September that year, an area running from King’s Lynn
and Fakenham in the north to Harlow in the south and Luton and Kettering in
the west was set aside for this exercise. Cambridge would house the overseeing
adjudicator, Sir John French, while an area around Newmarket was generally out of
bounds: dozens of military attaches from around the world – including Germany,
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Argentina, Japan and even Siam – attended and
observed events. There appears to have been a reciprocal agreement between
national armies, as there are published appraisals by British staff officers of other
country’s military manoeuvres from this period. So important was this event that
King George V attended, reviewing troops in the field, driving about in a motor car
and generally taking an interest.
A key element of the manoeuvres was a scenario involving an invasion from the
North Norfolk coast around Wells. General Haig’s Red Army would attempt
to sweep down on London, and Sir James Grierson’s Blue Army would try to
stop them. The forces were roughly equal in size, although slightly different in
composition. Over 30,000 men were involved, and the whole exercise was designed
to be a thoroughly up-to-date reworking of the British Army. “The old formations
of Cavalry, Artillery and Infantry were supplemented … with the aeroplane, airship,
petrol transports, wireless telegraphy and telephony,” according to The Bury and
Norwich Post of 20 September 1912. Each side would march its troops around,
across a huge area of countryside, and umpires liaised with the troops to decide the
outcome of various clashes, where cavalry might attempt to capture a battery or
charge a line of infantry. Weapons were fired with blank rounds, and the umpires
used their best judgment according to the relative strengths of the combatants and
their skill at arms.
Both sides made use of one of the newest pieces of military kit available, the
aeroplane. Each side had seven aeroplanes, which were primarily used to observe
enemy troop movements. Two planes were even captured by the 11th Hussars when
they were forced to land in a field following mechanical troubles. Sportingly, they
were allowed to return to their air base and take part in the rest of the manoeuvres
as if they were reserve aircraft, although they could not divulge the information of
that particular flight.
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Left
Airship Gamma at a portable
mooring mast such as was used in
the 1912 manoeuvres.
© Imperial War Museums/RAE-0 748.

Each side also had a single airship. These airships were of the same type and were
named after Greek letters, initially Gamma and Delta, although Delta was replaced
by another airship, Beta, following technical difficulties. Some farm labourers
working in a field came to the rescue when one airship started to lose height,
buffeted by uncertain gusts. They grabbed a rope attached to the balloon, which
then dragged them across the field. With the balloon sinking, one crew member was
able to jump out onto the ground and direct the labourers to tie the rope around
a tree. The airship was damaged in this incomparably exciting episode and could
no longer take its full complement of seven crew, so one had to stay on the ground
when the ballon took off again. This crew member was helped by a local farmer,
who loaned him an overcoat and gave him a lift to Bury station so he could get
on the train and rejoin his team, having passed through ‘enemy’ lines. This was
reported with great glee by the Bury Free Press in its 21 September edition.
Locally, the manoeuvres were an absolute sensation. Newspaper reports from the
Bury Free Press and Bury and Norwich Post at the time claimed 10,000 people had
come to see the aeroplanes, with local people quoted as saying “To think I should
live to see the day.” The larger camps, such as at Methwold, Euston and Thetford,
attracted many local visitors to view the heights of modern technical warfare,
including mobile wireless posts carried in a motor car. In Brandon, sawmills,
factories and schools closed so people could go and see what was happening.
Columns of infantry and cavalry tramped through villages, with the thousands of
men taking hours to pass through. The whole exercise was a triumph of logistics
and the entertainment value for local people was clearly immense.The outcome
of the exercise itself was reported as a draw. Haig’s Reds were stopped short of
London, but at significant cost to the Blues, with both sides having countered
each other’s moves using the detail of reconnaissance from the air. At a higher level
A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y
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of command, however, the exercise seems to have been viewed as a loss for Haig –
possibly due to a tedious extemporised account he delivered to the senior staff, and
some doubt seems to have been cast on his ability as a Field Commander.1
Some key pieces of experience came from this training. The utility of the aeroplane
was clearly recognised for reconnaissance, while the airships proved less dependable,
their chief success being in relaying radio signals to a distance of as much as 35
miles. The troops that took part were obviously well trained and organised for
marching and setting up camp efficiently. Practice at telegraphy and running miles
and miles of telephone wire was gained. Cyclists performed well in a reconnaissance
role. The Royal Flying Corps (RFC) particularly benefited from the success of the
manoeuvres, expanding quickly in the months afterwards. Pilots and ground crew
were recruited rapidly, with many who started as pilots (although often with prior
military experience) in 1912 going on to hold significant command posts. Sir Arthur
Trenchard, later credited as being the ‘father of the RAF’ flew as an observer in these
manoeuvres, weeks after qualifying as a pilot.

Above
A field gun on
manoeuvres near
Icklingham during
World War One.
Note the number of
horses used.
WSROB, ©Burrell
Album K997. Reproduced
with permission of the
Friends of Suffolk Record
Office.
http://www.fosro.org.uk.

The key airstrip near Thetford was earmarked for further development into a
permanent RFC aerodrome. This would become Snarehill aerodrome (see Chapter 3).
Oddly, despite the apparent early interest it only officially opened in November 1915,
three years after the manoeuvres. Were the plans to establish it as a permanent station
shelved? This seems unlikely, given the expansion of the RFC following their success in
the manoeuvres. Or was it laid out as an aerodrome, then mothballed, or perhaps used
as an aerodrome before its official opening? Further research may shed light on the
details involved.
At the end of the 1912 manoeuvres it must have seemed that the small British Army
was as well trained as it could be, technologically adept and man-for-man a match
for any other force in Europe if not the world. In 1913, further manoeuvres were held
in the Midlands, although on a smaller scale, but concentrating on a fighting retreat,
taking tactical lessons, especially in the use of aircraft from the 1912 manoeuvres. As we
now know, this training was shortly to be tested on the fields of France and Flanders.
1

12

Warner, pp. 107–109

A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y

THE MILITARY HISTORY OF THE BRECKS 1900–1949

3: World War One 1914 to 1918
The British Expeditionary Force, with its skills and expertise honed in the
Brecks during the 1912 manoeuvres, was sent to the Western Front at the start of
World War One. The force’s first engagement in battle was at Mons on 23 August
1914, when it succeeded in disengaging in good order from superior numbers of the
enemy. This was an extremely difficult thing to do and achieved thanks only to the
training and discipline of the British troops. Then followed the retreat from Mons,
an exhausting and demoralising two-week march. Unlike the Breckland lanes of 1912
with crowds of locals bringing out food and drink, the war-shattered Belgian roads
were packed with frightened refugees, blocking the road with their possessions and
livestock.
Nonetheless, the BEF stayed intact as a fighting force and was able to rejoin the
French lines two weeks later at the Battle of the Marne, where the German advance
was halted. The realities of war were proving to be very different from the military
games of the 1912 exercises. Outcomes were being decided by high explosives rather
than umpires; an early reconnaissance flight returned when the observer was shot
through the foot; poor field gun placement was punished by counter-artillery fire.
Even so, the essential training of marching, manoeuvre, logistics and more marching
had paid off and the BEF’s survival as a fighting force allowed it to play important
roles against the Germans, first at the Marne and then at the First Battle of Ypres in
October-November.

Accommodation for troops

By the winter of 1914, the Western Front had settled into the muddy stalemate of
trench warfare. Meanwhile Britain was working to massively expand its military and
industrial commitment from the tiny BEF to the epic-scale industrial effort required
by modern warfare. The Brecks had an important role to play in this endeavour:
that of housing and training some of the vast numbers of troops needed to man the
trenches. During World War One, an estimated 5.4 million troops in the British
Army (which included men from the wider Empire) served in France and Flanders.
Thetford and Brandon were well connected to the rest of the country by the
railways, which played an essential role in the mass movement of troops, and the
surrounding countryside (and its agriculturally unproductive shooting estates)
already had experience of housing troops and hosting training. The Brecks soon
became important as the venue for wartime camps, and in 1915 Thetford already
had a large tented camp on Barnham Cross Common. This was rapidly replaced by
A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y
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a camp of huts, just south of London Road, an area roughly corresponding to the
present-day Burrell Way industrial estate.

Right
Photograph by Charles
Burrell captioned
Middlesex soldiers
bathing at West Stow
river by the camp site
1918.
WSROB, ©Burrell
Album K997.
Reproduced with
permission of the Friends
of Suffolk Record Office.
http://www.fosro.org.uk.

Thetford Camp itself held 40 officers and 5,000 men. The men were housed in
four sub-camps, each with a central bathhouse, and the officers were housed in a
distinct camp about half the size. Near the London Road was a well-drained stables
complex (military activity at the time was still heavily dependent on the use of
horses), and to the east was a hospital, two Field Ambulance camps and an Army
Service Corps camp. As well as offices and stables, one of the huts was designated as
a ‘Masseuse’s Hut’. This was of course for the horses rather than the men, being part
of the good management of equine health, and is a likely typo for ‘Masseur’s Hut’,
this being the male equivalent (although it is possible that women also carried out
these duties as part of the Army Service Corps). As well as the living spaces for the
horses and men, there were also facilities such as forges, essential for shoeing horses
and thus keeping them able to work.
Plans of Thetford Camp can be inspected at Norfolk Record Office.2 These reveal
the extent of the sanitation arrangements, an essential element of housing large
numbers of men and horses, and include a very detailed map of the then-existing
drainage network and proposed extensions. Sewerage was important to maintain the
health – and therefore the fighting capacity – of troops, with diseases like cholera
and typhus known to be major killers. The control of sewage was an engineering
solution to a bacterial problem, and in this instance the sewage was to flow directly
away from the camp and end up in the River Thet. The Town Clerk of Thetford
noted that the “question of pollution would no doubt arise.”3 The landowner, W
D Mackenzie, agreed to the works as long as he was “indemnified against all claim
raised by commoners.” As a result, by September the scheme was “one of complete
purification by means of filters, etc. and fully conforms with the L.G.B. standards
for such works.”
2

Plan, with correspondence, of a proposed drainage and sewage disposal scheme for Thetford Army
Camp, NRO, T/S 1/2
3 Ibid.
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Above
Camps such as this one at Ingham
were set up across the Brecks to help
accommodate the vast number of
troops needed by the war effort.
WSROB, ©Burrell Album K997.
Reproduced with permission of the Friends
of Suffolk Record Office.
http://www.fosro.org.uk.

Left
Detail from the layout of Thetford
Hutted Camp on the London Road,
from a map drawn up to show
proposed sewage works.
NRO, T/S, 1/2.
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The Royal Flying Corps at Snarehill

The air war developed rapidly from highly experimental beginnings. Initially,
aircraft were used for observation and reconnaissance, especially spotting for artillery
and counter-battery fire, but new roles involved the bombing and strafing of ground
troops and strategically bombing roads and rail networks, ammunition dumps and
camps. Most dramatic of all was the rise in air combat, as each side tried to deny the
other control over the airspace.
The aerodrome at Snarehill, established as a permanent base after the 1912
manoeuvres, was a large training base for new RFC pilots. Officially opened in
November 1915, it was initially a base for No. 25 Squadron, which had previously
trained and flown together at Farnborough and then at Montrose in Scotland. At
Snarehill, they trained together for a few weeks doing a short period of advanced
training – all the aircrew had been instructors before going to France in February
1916. They were replaced at Snarehill by No. 35 Squadron, which trained there for a
short time before going on to Narborough. Despite the modernity of the new aerotechnology, new would still meet old, and the squadron was specifically trained for
operations with cavalry units.

Right
W E Johns (1893–1968) wrote almost 100 Biggles
stories inspired by his military experiences in the
Brecks and elsewhere.
Biggles of 266 was published in 1956.

W E Johns, author of the famous Biggles books, was stationed at both Narborough
and Thetford. His experiences in World War One gave vivid colour to his writing:
The sound, which he knew was the roar of an aero-engine, although he had
never been so close to one before, came from a row of giant structures that
loomed dimly through the now-dispersing mist, along one side of the bleak
expanse upon which he gazed with eager anticipation. There was little enough
to see, yet he had visualised that flat area of sandy soil, set with short, coarse
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grass a thousand times during the past two months … [It] was the aerodrome
of No. 17 Flying Training School, which was situated near the village of Settling
in Norfolk. The great, darkly looking buildings were the hangars that housed
the extraordinary collection of hastily built aeroplanes which at this period of
the first Great War were used to teach pupils the art of flying.
						W E Johns, Biggles Learns to Fly (1935)
Thereafter, a succession of reserve and training squadrons were formed at Snarehill
before being shipped off after a few weeks or perhaps months, some without any
flying training at all. It is easy to view the aerodrome as a rather transient place,
but quite apart from the pilots and squadron ground crew, there were also a large
number of personnel employed on the base, including the Women’s Auxiliary Air
Corps.

Left
Crash photographed by Cyril Morris, a
fitter at Snarehill Aerodrome in World
War One.
NRO, ACC 2003/115.

It is clear from surviving photographs and accounts that learning to fly was
extremely dangerous, and there was a high incidence of crashes. Perhaps surprisingly,
a large number of these crashes were not fatal, with the low speeds of the flimsy
aircraft meaning that a lucky pilot could very well walk away from a crash. Snarehill
and Narborough must both have had a salvage section responsible for stripping
A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y
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down crashed aircraft. They also had extensive other facilities: accommodation
for hundreds of men (and some women), hangars in which to store the aircraft,
workshops, sailmakers’ huts and doping shops (see below) necessary to keep the
planes flying, as well as facilities for training, such as instructional rooms, camera
rooms and shooting ranges.
Builder’s records held at the West Suffolk Record Office shed light on the facilities
built at Snarehill by a private contractor. R J Hogg of Coney Weston (still in
business today, specialising in heritage conservation work) did much, if not all,
of the building work at Snarehill. This appears to have included everything from
sourcing blinds – hartshorn rollers with cords and acorn knot holders, no less – to
interminable wrangles over the provision of porcelain toilets for the officers. More
importantly, Hogg built extensions to a ‘Power House’ – presumably a building
containing a generator to provide electricity. They also constructed a Lewis gun
range, extended the sergeants’ mess, added outbuildings to the regimental institute
(a social area for the personnel stationed there), built and repaired flight sheds and
erected a doping shed next to the sailmakers’ hut.4 Fieldwork by project volunteers
has revealed the footings and remains of some of the workshops and buildings
around the Snarehill site. Other First World War bases were set up around the
Brecks, often comprising little more than a grass airstrip and few sheds. Not
surprisingly, these are hard to trace archaeologically today.
By 1917 Snarehill was becoming less important than the aerodrome at Narborough,
some 25 miles away and established initially as an anti-Zeppelin station manned by
the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS). By 1916, it was decided that Narborough was
no longer needed by the RNAS and the RFC took it over, again as a training base. It
went rapidly from being a few canvas flight sheds and some bell tents to becoming
the largest aeroplane base in Britain (four other airship bases being bigger).

Right
Snarehill Aerodrome
from the air, c.1917.
Note the number
of hangars and also
additional buildings,
workshops, tents
and huts.
Ancient House Museum,
Theford.
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Aerodrome personnel

In addition to the pilots themselves, there were substantial teams of technical
support staff at both Snarehill and Narborough. General practice was for
technical trainees to start in the salvage shop. Owing to he short training periods
of many of the pilots, and the technical limitations of the early aircraft, crashes
were frequent. A wrecked aircraft would be stripped down in the salvage shop
to the smallest component parts – literally, the nuts and bolts – so they could be
re-used. Suitably talented and proficient candidates would move onto the Aircraft
Repair Shops, where crashed aircraft were rebuilt and new ones assembled. This
needed welders, coppersmiths, tinsmiths, sheet ironworkers, vulcanisers (treating
rubber with sulphur at high temperature to give it elasticity and strength), riggers
to wire the wings together and fitters to clean and reassemble the engines.
The conditions of the trades varied. Dopers painted layers of liquid cellulose
varnish (‘dope’) onto the fabric that covered aircraft frames, until the whole was
taut, strong and glistening. Essential to add strength and rigidity to the canvas
of the airframe, it was a dangerous occupation owing to the toxicity of the
compounds used. Medical officers were aware of the effects of the fumes and midafternoon tea and toast were provided at a cost of 2d per day. It is not clear how
this helped; whether the tea and toast had some physiological effect, or the fact of
a break from the fumes helped the dopers deal with their effects.
In contrast, sailmakers’ shops were known as being clean, warm and cheerful
places. Here the fabric was cut and stitched, then laced tightly onto the
framework before going to the doping shop. At Snarehill, new doping shops
were built in January, February and September 1917. One was connected to the
sailmakers’ shop by a lobby, a sensible layout which facilitated the work being
done quickly and efficiently.
At the start of the war, roles like clerks, typists, cooks and housekeepers were
considered suitable for women, but by 1917 demands on (literally) manpower
had become such that women were taking on many of the essential skilled
tasks around airfields. The absolute necessities of war were eroding cultural
preconceptions about what women could do. Employed by the RFC through
the Women’s Auxiliary Air Corps (WAAC) from early 1917 onwards, women
could now be painters (a very popular technical trade), photographers, dopers
and riggers. Many of these trades were new, so few men would have had any
experience of their requirements. By Armistice Day in 1918, an estimated 25,500
women were employed by the Women’s Royal Air Force (which had superseded
the WAAC). Narborough employed about 100 women; Snarehill would probably
have had a comparable number.

Tank training at Elveden

In 1916 part of the Elveden Estate, owned by Lord Iveagh and one of the largest
landholdings in the Brecks, was acquired by the War Office for a new and top-secret
training ground. Officially this was the Elveden Explosives Area, used by the Heavy
Section, Machine Gun Corps, but in reality it was the training location for one of
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the most significant of all the new technologies to be used in World War One: the
Mark 1 tank.

Below
Detailed map showing
the elaborate system of
trenches constructed
for training with the
Mark 1 tanks at
King’s Forest.
Bovington Tank
Museum.

A new railway siding was constructed south of Thetford specifically to serve the
secret training area, joining the already essential Thetford to Bury line. This allowed
the tanks to be transported effectively from Lincoln and the Midlands, where they
were built, to their training grounds on the open heathlands of the Brecks. The first
tanks had a speed of just under four miles per hour, the same as walking pace, so it
was therefore critically necessary to be able to transport them by rail.
The tank training area was laid out with a complex and realistic trench landscape,
closely modelled on real German defences. Captain Gifford le Quesne Martel – an
expert on German and British trench layout – designed the network of forward
trenches, machine gun posts, weapons pits, zig-zagging communications trenches
and dugouts. Existing marl pits were incorporated into the defences, and historic
West Stow Hall became a German fortified farmhouse, renamed The Citadel. The
trenches were even provided with German signs, and the British troops taught to
understand what they meant.

Volunteers were recruited from other branches of the army, as well as Oxford and
Cambridge Universities. Adverts were placed in The Motor Cycle magazine. The
army had a limited number of caterpillar-tracked tractors in use pulling artillery
on the Western Front: some of their drivers and commanders were brought back
from the front line and sent for new training on tanks, as some experience of, and
aptitude with, mechanics was an essential prerequisite for crews involved in the
radical adaptation of a new technology. The navy supplied gunners, as the
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Mark 1 Tank’s six-pounder guns and Hotchkiss machine guns were essentially naval
weapons.
The complexity of operating a Mark 1 tank is easy to underestimate. The technology
was in its very early stages, and simply getting a tank to change direction was a
complicated process, involving three members of the crew, taking one track out
of gear and applying the brakes, accompanied by hand signals over the constant
noise of the engine. Getting the tank going was equally involved and hard, physical
work – the engines were started by hand-cranking – requiring experience and a
degree of knack. On top of this, conditions inside were absolutely diabolical. The
engines were noisy and hot, emitting enough carbon monoxide to render crews
stupefied and exhausted. It took skill, physical strength and dogged determination
to effectively crew a tank, but the men involved rapidly became skilled in operating
their machines. They drove into ditches, then out again without stalling, learned
how to balance the machines as if they were a see-saw on steeply inclined ‘jumps’,
crushed barbed wire, and blazed off ammunition down the replica trenches. They
even improvised silencers over the engine’s exhausts.
Working as a team was essential and skills also had to be perfected in the
maintenance and general logistics of using the tanks, quite apart from their actual
use in combat. Loading them onto and off train carriages was particularly arduous.
Tanks were transported with sponsons (the side compartments that house the
guns) removed, as otherwise they would not pass through rail tunnels and bridges.
Refitting these sponsons was a very difficult job, as the metal plates moved and bolt
holes consequently went out of alignment.
By the time the tank crews left the Brecks by rail for France, they were well trained
in the basic operation of their tanks. They could drive them, fire the guns, load
them onto trains and repair them. However, as the tanks had not been used in real
operations before there were vulnerable gaps in the training. Partly due to secrecy,
but also down to the sheer novelty of the weapon, the tank crews did not train
alongside the infantry and no efficient or sophisticated way of communicating,
either tank-to-tank or tank-to-infantry, had been devised. The most effective mode
of contact was by carrier pigeon, and the lack of development in radio contact
hampered tank warfare. Radio communication was well used in aeroplanes spotting
for artillery, but the inside of a tank was just too loud for it to be effective.
Initially, the tanks enjoyed success on the battlefield. At Flers-Courcelette in
September 1916 they were able to penetrate the German defences, flattening barbed
wire and allowing the British infantry to advance into trenches now cleared of
machine-gunners. This was despite the tanks being available in lower numbers
than recommended, and being mechanically unreliable. Of 49 allocated for that
particular attack, only 15 actually started out across No Man’s Land. Even so, the
impact of the tanks impressed British high command and over 1000 new machines
were ordered. The long-term impact of tanks was mixed, however. Against advice,
they were deployed in muddy and steep terrain, in which they could become
bogged down. Long advances exhausted the crews before a shot had been fired, and
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increased the likelihood of mechanical failure. The Germans also realised that the
tanks were vulnerable to artillery fire and even, to a lesser extent, machine gun fire.
Tactically, tanks contributed to the success of Britain and her allies but they did not
overwhelm the German defences and were not essential to the allied victory.
It would take a further twenty years of development before tanks would reach
their pinnacle and become a genuinely decisive weapon of war. Le Quesne Martel
remained with the Tank Corps, developing armoured warfare theory and doctrine.
In World War Two he commanded tanks, directing a tank attack at Rommel’s 7th
Panzer division and buying valuable time at Dunkirk, and later advised the Red
Army on strategy and tactics.
In 1917 the training of new crews was switched to France, the Elveden Explosives
Area having served its purpose. The sappers came in, repaired West Stow Hall and
removed the sandbags and barbed wire. The tank training area reverted to heathland
and much of it would ultimately become woodland managed by the Forestry
Commission.
Traces still remain of the tank training trenches. Project volunteers used images
from LiDAR, a ground-mapping radar carried out from an aeroplane and which
shows very accurately the topography of the forest floor, to identify surviving
features. The trench system appears to have consisted of parallel main trenches
linked by communication trenches. The latter have a very distinct zigzag pattern
and were built this way so that a shell blast would not be able to fling shrapnel in a
straight line and kill large numbers of troops. By correlating a surviving map with
the topography revealed by LiDAR, volunteers were able to conclusively identify
the profiles of these trenches. On the ground, fragments of surviving trenches are
difficult to discern, usually less than a foot deep, and so the LiDAR images proved
essential in making the correlation to the contemporary maps of the network.
Volunteers on this project also examined aerial photographs held by the Norfolk
Historic Environment Service at Gressenhall. These revealed surviving sections of
the trench network, this time on Berner’s Heath (for which LiDAR had not been
carried out), and which could be correlated to the map. In particular a distinctive
shape was identified correlating to a section of trench and visible due to the
vegetation patterns that overlay it.
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4: The Interwar Years 1918 to 1939
The war effort had exerted a huge toll on the people of Breckland. Many
families were bereaved or left caring for someone injured, incapacitated or
traumatised. Large numbers of soldiers were returning home having endured
horrific experiences, not just in terms of things that they had seen, but also what
they had been called upon to do. The end result of the war had indeed been
‘victory’, but the net cost had been atrocious. Memorialising the sacrifices of the
dead was understandably important to the living. In the early 1920s war memorials
– usually made of stone and often engraved at considerable expense – sprang up and
it was an unusual town or village that did not have one. Elveden, one of the great
Breckland estates, boasted the tallest war memorial in the entire country.

Left
Designed by Clyde Young and
dedicated to the fallen of the three
villages of Elveden, Eriswell and
Icklingham, the Elveden War
Memorial took two years to build
and was officially inaugurated in
November 1921.
WSROB, ©Burrell Album K997.
Reproduced with permission of the Friends
of Suffolk Record Office.
http://www.fosro.org.uk.
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The language of these memorials invariably refers to patriotism, traditional religious
feeling, and often articulates an element of intention on the part of the fallen. The
dead had “given their lives”, “made the supreme sacrifice” or “laid down their life
for their brother”. The idea that the men whose names were on the memorial had
somehow ‘chosen’ their fate must have been psychologically comforting for those
who had, by the same token, chosen to stay alive. The huge death toll needed
explaining on some spiritual level, and the memorials represented attempts to justify
the seemingly unjustifiable.
Oxborough History Group has carried out research into their local war memorial
and roll of honour at the village church, tracing the fates and circumstances of the

Right
The Roll of Honour in
Oxborough Church, showing
the names, regiments and
sometimes the fates of the men
from the village who went to
war in 1914–18.
Kelvin Smith/
Oxborough History Group.
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men who went to war from this small Breckland settlement.5 From a population of
214 in 1911, 28 served in World War One. Five died: one of pneumonia at Aylsham
before ever leaving Norfolk, the other four killed on the Western Front – three as
infantrymen in various regiments, and one as an artilleryman. Of the other 23,
four were recorded as wounded, one was gassed and one returned home with shell
shock. One committed suicide long after the war, having suffered depression for 11
years before his death. Notably, at least five of the men served initially with various
infantry regiments and later saw service with the Labour Corps. This may be an
indicator of being medically downgraded: from wounds, exhaustion or disease
picked up in the trenches.
Before conscription in 1916, volunteers could choose which regiment they served in.
Famous regiments like the East Surreys, Middlesex or Royal Fusiliers were joined
by Oxborough men, as well as the local county regiment, the Norfolks. Even after
conscription, there was still a range of units that might be served in. There was no
real experience in the Brecks of the famous ‘Pals’ battalions, where the men from a
single factory or workplace might join up together, to fight and likely be killed in
one massive devastating event. Nonetheless, the impact on small communities such
as Oxborough of casualties and the return of men who had experienced the worst of
the trenches, must have been significant and village life changed as a result.
Many men returned to their former ways of life, rejoining others who had not left,
being in ‘starred’, i.e. reserved, occupations in agriculture. Whereas French villages
were sometimes left without a single surviving man of working age, the same was
not true for the Brecks. The decline of the great Breckland estates and the fall in
British agricultural employment was much more to do with economics than lack
of manpower. Throughout the late nineteenth century, Breckland men had been
leaving for the colonies, and this process continued throughout the depressed period
following World War One.

Disarming and dismantling

Initially, many of the Breckland airfields were decommissioned rapidly, among
them Marham and Snarehill, although the land was often retained for military
use. Planes continued to fly from Narborough – still one of the RAF’s biggest
stations into the 1920s – and many squadrons were posted there in order to
disband. Squadrons were quartered there and kept busy until they were officially
disbanded and the individuals concerned could return home. Large bases had the
accommodation, and also generated their own work, which helped keep ostensibly
idle troops occupied.
The army camps established in the Brecks had no immediate military use and,
along with many of the aerodromes, were effectively asset stripped, their elements
and components sold off by huge public auction. This was the fate of the extensive
fixtures and fittings of Snarehill Aerodrome and Thetford Hutted Camp, among
others. Lacy Scott and Sons, auctioneers, held two auctions in 1921, in April and
November, which disposed of various assets from ‘Thetford Hut Camp’, and
5
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‘Barrow Hill Camp’. The vast amount of equipment that these camps contained can
be seen in the extensive auction catalogues, with everything up for sale, including
the buildings. A typical example comes from the sales catalogue: “Lot 92, 7 small
offices with passage and 1 main ward 108 x 18 x 10. Deal framed and boarded feltroofed sectional hut.”6
Below
Handley Page Harrows
at Feltwell Aerodrome
in spring 1938. This
design of aircraft was
rapidly superseded,
but formed part of
Britain’s interwar
bombing deterrent.
© Imperial War
Museums/
HU 67364.

Other camps in the area continued to house large numbers of people. Initially, those
around Brandon accommodated unemployed men, retraining to find work in the
colonies and overseas dominions. Forestry work was a natural fit, and many trained
in this sector before heading out for Canada in particular. As unemployment grew
in Canada, there was a subtle shift in the situation. The camps were still used to
train people, usually men, but with the intention of their fulfilling a need in the
domestic market rather than abroad. The newly established Forestry Commission
used this labour to plant new trees, build forest roads and establish the Thetford
Forest estate, part of a nationwide initiative designed to the replenish the timber
stocks that had been so heavily depleted during World War One. So it was that
many of the camps retained a use throughout the militarily peaceful but socially

6
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turbulent 1920s and 30s. When war once again started to look possible from 1938
onwards, it was clear that relatively little effort would be required for the camps to
house soldiers again rather than the unemployed.

Rearming

Military thinkers throughout the 1920s and ’30s tended to focus on the bomber
airplane as the decisive weapon of war, the maxim of the age being ‘The Bomber
will always get through’. Operations in World War One had convinced military
planners that while pursuit aircraft and anti-aircraft guns could hinder bombers,
they could not always stop them. Strategic bombers would therefore be able to drop
huge quantities of explosives and incendiaries on enemy infrastructure as well as on
cities, terrorising the population into rapid capitulation.
This strategy – of causing massive civilian casualties with minimal aircrew loss – was
morally repugnant to most planners and military minds of the time, yet the British
defence chiefs went ahead with ordering a large fleet of strategic bombers, primarily
as a deterrent. The idea of a deterrent bomber force still had credence, even once
Britain was at war with Germany in September 1939. Before being invaded the
following spring, France had refused to allow the RAF to use bomber bases in
France to raid German cities, from fear of reprisal. Meanwhile, the more ruthless
Nazi German and Italian Fascist regimes had used the Spanish Civil War as a testing
ground for their own kit and tactics – actually concluding after bombing Guernica
and Durango that such actions did not necessarily demoralise the population but
might instead serve to stiffen civilian resolve.
The Brecks were to play a key role in the development of this deterrent strategy
by the British. In 1934 Mildenhall base was opened as a bomber airfield and King
George V publicly reviewed 350 aircraft there, a gesture that would have been noted
by the other powers. There was no point in having a secret deterrent. In the next
couple of years small and relatively insignificant airstrips like Marham and Feltwell,
which had not been sold off, were redeveloped as bomber bases. More important
former bases like Snarehill and Narborough were not redeveloped in this way
(although Snarehill would later have its use as a dummy aerodrome and bombing
range), and while some of the aircraft types – such as the Handley Page Harrow
– approached obsolescence with incredible speed or were poor military designs,
there were significant military aircraft flying out of the Breckland bases. One of
the successful aircraft of World War Two proved to be the twin-engine Wellington,
often nicknamed ‘the Wimpey’. Not only was this to be the most numerous Allied
bomber during the conflict, but it remained ‘first line’ – not obsolete, still effective
and very much in use at the end of the war – even when in competition with the
more famous Lancaster and better-armed American aircraft of the day.

A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y

27

THE MILITARY HISTORY OF THE BRECKS 1900–1949

5: World War Two 1939 to 1945
By September 1939, Britain and France were at war with Germany again.
The well-trained and tactically sophisticated German Army rapidly defeated the
French, and pushed the British Expeditionary Force into the sea, to be evacuated
at Dunkirk. The Luftwaffe then attempted to achieve air superiority as an essential
precursor to invading Britain. Whilst Breckland air bases had little function in the
Battle of Britain of the summer of 1940, the area’s bomber bases played an essential
strategic and political role in carrying the fight to the enemy during the rest of
the war. On the ground, following Dunkirk, desperate preparations were made to
defend the country against invasion.

Invasion defences

East Anglia, with its shallow, gently sloping sandy beaches and flat topography was
an obvious place where the German military planners might choose to land flatbottomed barges. The British looked at ways in which they could maximise their
chances of defeating an invading German Army. The strategy was to build static
defences across the country: gun emplacements, tank traps, pillboxes, command
centres and strongpoints. East Anglian beaches were protected by the ‘Coastal Crust’
– heavy artillery emplacements and infantry strongpoints designed to keep the
invaders from penetrating inland. If this failed, there was a series of stop-lines across
East Anglia, including in the Brecks. Each stop-line consisted of pillboxes and tank
traps and would be manned by the local Home Guard which, whilst not expected to
defeat Panzer divisions or the Waffen SS, was intended to slow the invader’s advance
long enough for regular British Army units to arrive and give effective battle. It was
desperate stuff.
Regular army regiments were stationed in the Brecks and throughout East
Anglia. During the period when invasion was still a constant and real threat,
regiments occupied most of the camps and many of the large country houses were
requisitioned by the authorities to serve as accommodation and resources for the
war effort. In Edwardian times the haunt of royalty and regarded as one of the finest
estates in the Brecks, Didlington Hall near Mundford was a sprawling Italianate
stately home with over 80 bedrooms. Recently modernised, and with the addition
of a cricket pitch, the hall was requisitioned by the War Office and served as the
headquarters of General Miles Dempsey, commander of the British Second Army,
which included Canadian units and was ultimately to be part of the invasion of
Normandy and advance across the Rhine. Like many of the other big houses

28

A REPORT BY THE BRECKL AND SOCIET Y

THE MILITARY HISTORY OF THE BRECKS 1900–1949

Left
6th Armoured Division
tanks drive past the
King and Duke of
Gloucester near
Brandon, September
1941. The threat of
invasion was fading
by this point as the
Luftwaffe had failed to
gain air superiority.
© Imperial War Museums/
H 13869.

requisitioned by the War Office, Didlington Hall suffered under military occupation
– “Soldiers have smashed the place up with a kind of wantonness which defies
explanation. ‘Jess badness, plain badness’ said the carpenter who was mending the
locks.”7 The hall was demolished in the years immediately after the end of the war.
The duties of the military personnel were to train the local Home Guard, guard
airfields and other strategic points, and generally be in a state of readiness to be
deployed against an invading German army. The Brecks were reasonably distant
from the coast and therefore considered an excellent place to accommodate and
prepare units until the line of a German attack had developed and they could be
effectively deployed. The existing infrastructure of camps was a major plus factor,
as was the open and sparsely populated heathland landscape, which provided an
excellent venue for training troops, especially when using tanks and other armoured
vehicles.
The rearmost Eastern Command Line ran through the Brecks along natural lines of
defence such as rivers and railway lines. Brandon and Thetford were ‘nodal points’,
heavily defended towns which were more fortified than the surrounding countryside
and too dangerous for invaders to be safely bypassed, as it would leave a string base
for a counter-attack in the invader’s rear. If the invading German Army had got as
far as the Eastern Command Line, it would probably all have been over, as effective
British Army units would have been deployed and presumably defeated off to the
north or east of the Brecks. There would have been little resistance left between the
Eastern Command Line and London.
An added tactical risk in Breckland was the possibility of German glider troops
landing behind the British lines, especially on flat areas of heathland. This was
considered by British military planners, and defended against in the form of glider
traps, alternating humps and hollows of earth designed to give gliders a violent
7
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landing and so kill or injure their crew. Pillboxes were also set at the intersections
of the trenches, so that any surviving glider troops who tried to take cover in these
trenches could be easily shot at. Well-preserved and extensive glider traps at North
Tuddenham were visited and photographed by project volunteers.

Right
Glider traps on
Tuddenham Heath,
visited and recorded
by project volunteers.
© Alan Clarke.

Snarehill aerodrome, which had not been developed as a new bomber base, now
filled an important function. It became a decoy site, luring Luftwaffe bombers away
from valuable targets elsewhere. German bombs that landed in fields, off-target,
used up time, opportunity and fuel, at no cost to the Allies. Snarehill was set up
as both a Q (nighttime) and a K (daytime) decoy site. As a K site, it resembled an
aerodrome, with dummy Wellington bombers dispersed around the site, buildings
erected and old vehicles parked up to convey a sense of everyday use. As a Q site,
it also had a large flat area marked out which looked like a temptingly bombable
building with open doors: convincingly like a hangar from the air. A special bunker
was built with a generator, as well as creature comforts like a stove, and the crew
stationed there had a powerful searchlight which they used to simulate aircraft
taking off. Fieldwork by project volunteers has established that there are still various
remains of structures around the site, which is now part of the Shadwell Estate.
The bunker used for the troops manning the Q site is in good condition. Its blast
walls clearly show how concrete was poured in between corrugated iron, leaving a
distinctive ‘wiggly tin’ profile. A dummy control tower also survives, built simply in
brick and today overlooking a pig farm.

The strategic air war

Breckland’s bomber bases played an essential part in the war as part of the wider
network of bases across East Anglia. Not only were they used to launch bombing
raids on industrial areas in Germany, which contributed to exhausting that country’s
manufacturing capacity and engineering base, but earlier in the war the bombers
had a much more political role. Their raids showed, symbolically, that Britain was
not defeated and could still remain on the offensive. This was critical in keeping
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Left
The dummy airfield at
Snarehill had a control
bunker equipped with
a generator, stove and
powerful searchlight.
The structure remains
in surprisingly good
condition today.
© Peter Goulding.

.

material support coming across the North Atlantic from the USA, and leaving open
the possibility of the USA’s entry into the war in Europe. Initial operations were
targeted at enemy shipping in the North Sea, with RAF planners maintaining the
tactic of flying in close formation in daytime, believing that the Wellington and
Blenheim bombers could effectively cover each other with their machine guns.
On the morning of the 18 December 1939, squadrons took off from RAF
Mildenhall and RAF Feltwell, as well as King’s Lynn and Honington. They flew
to attack the Kriegsmarine ships Gneisenau and Scharnhorst, which were docked at
Wilhelmshaven in broad daylight and unprotected by cloud cover. German radar
was quick to pick up the attack, although slow to scramble fighters to meet the
British planes, but flak (anti-aircraft fire) helped separate the tight formations, and
the Luftwaffe were able to shoot down 12 out of 24 aircraft, at a cost of only three
of their fighters. Only six British bombs were dropped, with unknown effect. Quite
probably they landed harmlessly in the sea in what was known as the Battle of the
Heligoland Bight.
Such high casualty rates could not be sustained by the British, especially given their
own low impacts on the enemy. The offensive strategic bombing campaign could
potentially have fatally weakened a country already facing starvation as the German
U-boats sank merchant ships in the North Atlantic, and so operations switched
to night bombing. This gave the British bombers the defence of darkness and
immediately slowed the incredible losses of those first bombing raids. However, the
losses did not stop and after the war it was acknowledged that bomber aircrew had
suffered the highest casualty rates of any branch of the armed services. The aircrew
were without exception volunteers, choosing to apply from within the RAF and, due
to the status of bombers before war had broken out, there were many applicants.
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Right
A bomber crew of
No. 311 (Czechoslovak)
Squadron RAF study
a map, while stitting
on 250lb bombs which
are about to be loaded
into their Vickers
Wellington at East
Wretham.
© Imperial War Museums/
CH 2187.

At about the same time, a secret operation was also taking place at East Wretham:
the trials of the Gee. This was a top-secret radio wave guidance system which could
increase the efficacy of bombing raids by guiding bombers accurately over their
targets. The RAF had initially concentrated on using well-trained navigators with
lit mapping tables in the bombers but, despite their skill, bombing accuracy at
night was still not high. Luftwaffe radio-guidance systems early in the war had been
technically effective and allowed very accurate bombing, but British boffins had
found ways to block and confuse the signal, leading the Luftwaffe to distrust the
system and therefore not use it. Operations were flown from Breckland airfields to
detect and jam these radio transmissions. Gee was also jammed by the Germans, but
it did contribute to more accurate bombing from 1943 onwards.
Training was essential for working crews up to optimum efficiency. Training
squadrons taught aircrew how to fly, although many had already received basic air
training in the less crowded and militarily safer skies above Canada and the USA.
‘Finishing schools’, including one stationed at Methwold, taught aircrew how to
effectively defend themselves against fighters in live simulations, using a Hurricane
and a Spitfire to ‘attack’ the Lancasters. Effective defence against fighters led to
reduced losses, and a greater tonnage of bombs getting through. As the threat from
the Luftwaffe bombing campaign receded, Snarehill saw new service as a bombing
range. Targets were marked out in the shape of a ship and railway sidings, as well as
more abstract shapes like squares with crosses and arrows to clearly indicate where
the bombers were to aim. The training at Snarehill gave crews important experience
in accurate bombing.
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The entrance of the United States into the war in 1941 not only meant a massive
increase in the amount of military material available but also had a direct bearing
on wartime operations in the Brecks. The USAF brought an enormous amount
of aircraft and personnel to East Anglia generally, and specifically to bomber bases
established in Breckland such as Lakenheath, Hockwold and Mildenhall. They
immediately switched to daylight bombing, believing this to be more accurate, and
air bases were expanded and new satellite bases were developed. For example, RAF
Methwold was established as a dispersal base (so all the bombers were not in the
same place, protecting them from attack) for the existing RAF Feltwell. The strategy
was now called Combined Bomber Operations and the USAF bombers, like the B17
Flying Fortress, were more heavily armed than the British Lancaster or Wellington.
Even so, Luftwaffe fighters were still able to inflict enough casualties in the early
part of the campaign for the USAF to suspend daytime bombing operations until an
effective fighter escort could be developed.
A critical engineering improvement came with the advent of the P51 Mustang.
Designed and built in a very short length of time – just 100 days from design to
production – this aircraft initially had an underpowered engine and did not impress,
but a perceptive test pilot noted this and it was instead equipped with a Rolls
Royce Merlin, the go-to performance engine of the Allies, used on everything from
the Spitfire and the Lancaster bomber to the Churchill tank. The Mustang’s big
advantage was fuel efficiency. When equipped with cardboard auxiliary fuel tanks it
had an unbelievable range, far exceeding any other Allied fighter and meaning that
Mustangs could fly from Breckland airbases and provide air cover throughout the
D-Day landings and then through the advance on Berlin.
Two key Mustang squadrons were based in the Brecks. The 352nd ‘Bluenosed
Bastards of Bodney’ Fighter Group were based – obviously enough – at Bodney
airfield, and flew aircraft painted with a blue engine cowl. From here they flew
a huge number of missions and achieved an incredible number of kills, seriously
outperforming the Luftwaffe. Less well known, but barely less effective, was the

Left
Captain Donald S
Bryan of the 328th
Fighter Squadron,
352nd Fighter Group,
watches his latest ‘kill’
being marked on his
aircraft by one of the
ground crew at Bodney.
© Imperial War Museums/
FRE 341.
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359th Fighter Group, which flew out of East Wretham. They sported a green
painted cowl, which presumably in combination was less alliterative for a squadron
nickname! Both groups flew a comprehensive set of missions, escorting bombers,
patrolling, dive-bombing and carrying out weather reconnaissance. They provided
air cover over the channel for D-Day, and played an important role escorting
bombers before and just after D-day, when bridges and railways were attacked,
jamming the French and German railroads, and thus reducing the German ability to
move tanks and troops up to Northern France by rail.
Improvements in aircraft design and the bombing campaign meant that the
Allies started to achieve superiority in the air against a tiring Luftwaffe. Gradually
drained by the demands of defending their cities day and night against bombers,
and the vast requirements of the Eastern Front, the Germans were losing control
of the air. The deployment of technologically sophisticated fighter jets such as the
Messerschmidt was not enough to reassert control.

Right
A Cromwell
Mk V tank of the 4th
County of London
Yeomanry, 22nd
Armoured Brigade, 7th
Armoured Division (the
Desert Rats), leads a
column of armour and
soft-skin vehicles inland
from King Beach, Gold
area, in Normandy on
7 June 1944.

Just as the Luftwaffe had sought air superiority as an essential prerequisite for the
invasion of Britain, Allied air superiority was necessary for a successful invasion
of France, as the slow-moving invasion ships would be sitting ducks for aggressive
bombers. As part of the project, tank driver Richard Heather was interviewed
and recorded about his role as a tank driver in the Desert Rats, who landed in
Normandy and fought across France and Belgium into Germany. He observed
that British airplanes were successful in reducing the threat posed by the Luftwaffe:
“a Messerschmidt came over and dropped a lone bomb now and again, not what
we expected at all.” The troops were most vulnerable when actually on ships
transporting them to the Normandy coast. “The night before we landed [on June
7th] a Junkers 88 came over, very, very low … I could see little green lights through
the glass front of it… and he dropped three bombs in the water, all fell in the water,
did no damage. [He] made more noise with his engines. I’m surprised actually he
didn’t get caught up in the masts of the ships.”8
									

© Imperial WarMuseums/
B5251.
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Preparing for D-Day

The success of D-Day in June 1944 required a huge landing of men and material to
capture the beaches at Normandy, with massive further resources needed in the days
after to replace casualties and exhausted units, so the Allies could advance out of
Normandy and towards the River Rhine and then ultimately to Berlin. As in World
War One, large numbers of men had to be accommodated in camps, but times had
changed. Horses had been definitively superseded by petrol and diesel engines in the
British Army, one way in which the Allies were superior to the German Army which
was overly dependent on horses for transport. On the British side, stable complexes
had been replaced by concrete pads, garages for three-and-a-half tonne trucks, and
workshops. The mechanical facilities for the armoured units were extensive, with the
fitters and recovery crews able to repair, salvage or keep running a damaged, broken
or disabled tank.
The camp arrangement of neat geometric barracks grouped around bathhouses
was no longer considered desirable. Instead, Nissen huts were dotted through
plantations of trees, scattered at random in seemingly jumbled alignments. This was
probably done to avoid felling trees and thereby drawing attention to the camp from
the air – and also served to mask the camps within the woodland. This was adequate
for the men, while the officers were usually accommodated at nearby stately homes
such as Oxburgh Hall, Didlington Hall and Cockley Cley Hall, with additional
huts in the grounds. “They were better quarters up there [at Cockley Cley]. Not
Nissen huts. Chalet-type.”9
The camp at High Ash pre-dated the preparations for Normandy and was built
between 1940 and 1942 by civilian contractors, mainly by laying concrete hut bases
and concrete roads. Initially it held the 9th Armoured Division, for which the
division emblem was of a panda. The entertainment hall, which held shows and
showed cine films, was called Panda Park but when the 9th left and the 7th, the
famous Desert Rats, took over, the cinema was renamed the Desert Rat. Meanwhile,
soldiers posted at High Ash were often fairly unimpressed with the accommodation.
The Nissen huts were draughty, damp and cold and recreational opportunities were
limited. The pubs in nearby Mundford – the King’s Head and the Crown – never
had any beer, and many off-duty soldiers preferred the 11-mile walk to Thetford
to go to the cinema. Leslie Paul, who was billeted at Didlington Hall and wrote
lyrically about his time there in Heron Lake: A Norfolk Year (1948), described the
other attractions on offer:
We pile into an army lorry which pounds along for twenty-five miles through
the bitter mist and frost, shaking us around and freezing our noses and ears.
It was a laundry-girls’ dance in a Conservative Hall – no more than a wooden
hut – and the laundry girls wilted around its edges like flowers forced too soon
in an over-heated conservatory. The band was mostly a vigorous and inaccurate
young barbarian on drums.10
9

Oral recording of Richard Heather, tank driver
Paul, p.21
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Other camps held other units that were associated with 7th; Cranwich Heath held
artillery units, for example, and anti-aircraft units were accommodated over towards
Diss. Troops were positively littered throughout the area, and camp locations survive
in obscurity through Breckland.
In the run up to D-Day, training was done particularly in gunnery and radio
communication. It was known that the British tanks were “three years behind with
our equipment… we had superior numbers but we didn’t have superior quality,”11 and
the British Cromwells (which were primarily reconnaissance vehicles) and Shermans
were badly undergunned compared to the German Tiger. The ground crews were
also exposed to the experience of being bombed. “They used to bomb us when we
were out on Stanford Battle Area. Sterling bombers coming along, at about 500 feet,
dropping 500 pounders filled with sand … 100 yards away from us.”12
									
However, as the Allies worked towards air superiority, it was recognised that
good ground-to-air radio communication on the part of the Germans could
eliminate this superiority. In the event, this was a major factor in Allied success
across France. The appearance of rocket-firing aircraft like Typhoons, Mustangs
or Mosquitoes did the work of inferior guns, or artillery fire could be accurately
called down on the enemy. Radio communication, and training in it, was essential
for this to succeed. “I had the job and I was given a brand new tank with limited
ammunition… but three radio sets,” explains Richard Heather, “… and I was
put on forward observation for the artillery, for the medium regiment of artillery.
I only had one tank member, [we] kept in touch with the air force, because we
could bring down typhoons onto a target. I did that all across Normandy and into
Ghent.”13
								
By going through all the processes, and working out the systems, the tanks, artillery
and infantry could all work together with optimum efficiency. Richard Heather
again: “You’re a tank crew working together… all tank crews at that time were
trained to do any job on a tank… You had driver-operators, gunner-mechanics,
you had a gunner-operator in the turret… You had a situation quite frankly
where you would have a corporal in command of the tank, and a sergeant drivermechanic driving it… It was a crew, you worked together. You slept together. You
slept all in one little bivouac… but you are all trained to do another job in the
tank, so if one got knocked out, the other four could carry out the other functions,
quite easily.”14
It was during this period that one of the more notorious episodes in the World
War Two history of the Brecks took place. The War Office was already using Lord
Walsingham’s West Tofts estate for military training, using live ammunition. As
activity intensified, it was considered too risky to share the area with civilians and
the evacuation of the civilian population was decided upon. Lord Walsingham
11

Oral recording of Richard Heather, tank driver
Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
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negotiated for the re-housing of his tenants, but the War Office insensitively
botched the changeover. Tenants in six villages were told in a meeting in May 1942
at the local post office that they had 48 hours to leave, much to their distress and
dismay. They were paid some compensation for leaving and Lord Walsingham was
to receive rent from the government. However, there was no understanding on
the part of the authorities that the tenants, who did not legally own the land on
which they lived and worked, had any relationship with it. Many had lived there all
their lives, as had their parents and grandparents before them. Most of the villagers
packed up and left under the impression that, while it was necessary to give up their
homes, they would be allowed to return after the war; many believed that they had
been promised this. Equally, Lord Walsingham, whilst willing for the War Office to
use his land, had not thought it would be a permanent state of affairs.
To this day, no villagers have been allowed to return permanently to their former
homes on what is now known as STANTA, the Stanford Training Area, and the
Ministry of Defence has acknowledged that the handling of the takeover was
insensitively done. However, the practical utility of STANTA – which has trained
troops for every major conflict since World War Two, from Korea through Northern
Ireland, Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as for the threat of the
Cold War – means that the chances of the handful of remaining survivors from
that evacuation ever returning to spend their last days in their native villages are
negligible.

New people and nationalities

At the outbreak of World War Two, one of the greatest fears was of the mass
bombing of Britain. In the face of this perceived threat, the evacuation of many
thousands of children from urban areas into the countryside was organised under
Operation Pied Piper. As a result, the Brecks received its own quota of young
evacuees, who were generally billeted on local families. One evacuee from London,
Nettie Wells, recorded her experience and shared this with the project: “I remember
waking up on a coach which was travelling and thought I must be on a school
outing. Being 7 years old and not very bright, [I] was not unduly bothered… There
were a lot of adults, men and women who were looking at us, and gradually I was
aware we were being chosen for something. Then I saw a man pointing at me,
saying … ‘I’ll have that one with the dark eyes,’ and I was taken by the hand and
put into a little car (I had never been in one before) and driven off.” The differences
at that time between life in the country and the city were still quite marked, but full
of charm and appeal to young urban evacuees like Nettie: “I was quite fascinated
with having to take a candle to light my way [to bed] and watched flickering
shadows dance on the ceiling as I laid down.” 15
Young evacuees were not the only new arrivals. A famous group of refugee children
had come to Britain in the months immediately prior to World War Two, arriving
from Germany, Poland, the Netherlands and Czechoslovakia as part of the famous
‘Kindertransport’. This humanitarian scheme saw almost 10,000 predominantly
Jewish (and unaccompanied) children brought to Britain, usually arriving by
15
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boat into Harwich. Twenty-five Kindertransport girls arrived in the Brecks and
were taken to the village hall in the small village of Cockley Cley. Ten were
accommodated by local families, with the remaining 15 taken in as a group by Lady
Gladys Roberts at Cockley Cley Hall (which was used through the war as an army
headquarters and officer accommodation). Life there for the girls was physically
comfortable. A cook and teacher came up from London, and a kosher kitchen was
set up. Meanwhile, “Lady Roberts would treat them to baskets of soft fruit from the
garden, supplementing their tedious daily diet of turnips, potatoes and cabbage.”
The girls attended the village school and joined the local Girl Guides, but were

Right
Some of the Cockley
Cley Kindertransport
girls, photographed
outside the village
school, now a pub.
© Sir Samuel Roberts.
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naturally very homesick. “They seldom received word from their parents, so the few
precious letters that did reach them were hidden in their gas masks.”16
As the threat of invasion loomed in 1940, the British Government took the decision
that ‘enemy aliens’ should be interned and sent to camps in supposedly secure
locations, such as on the Isle of Wight. Although some of the individuals concerned
were undoubtedly Nazi sympathisers, the majority were German or Austrian Jews
who had fled persecution in their respective homelands. As a result of the new
measures, the Kindertransport cook and teacher were relocated back to London, as
were the girls when they reached 16. Most painfully, those who remained at Cockley
Cley Hall were told to destroy any letters they had received or written in German.
Whilst a sensible move (if the Nazis had invaded and discovered such documents,
the girls would have been in great peril), it underlined the plight of these young and
vulnerable people. Whilst most of them survived the war, the majority never saw
their families again.
The British war effort led to a big influx of foreign troops and aircrew into Britain,
and the inhabitants of the Brecks discovered that representatives of the various
continents of the world had come to their very doorstep in support of the British
armed forces. Troops also arrived from different parts of Britain. British regiments
generally had a strong connection with the places from which they were recruited,
but it seems to have been a deliberate policy to station troops away from their
‘home’ areas, presumably to reduce the chances of desertion or troops going AWOL
at times of family difficulty. This meant that Irish and Scottish troops, as well as
troops from the north of England or the Midlands, were often stationed around the
camps, billets and country houses of the Brecks.

16

Below
USAF servicemen
meet up with local
Thetford girls for a
Saturday night dance
in the town.
© Imperial War
Museums/FRE 13701.
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A major element of the military personnel in the area were aircrew. High losses
meant the RAF needed a constant supply of volunteers, and it was willing to take
them from anywhere as long as they could learn the technical skills required to
fly combat aircraft. Many volunteers joined squadrons from parts of the British
Empire like Canada, New Zealand, Australia and South Africa and crews also came
from countries invaded by Nazi Germany. Polish, Czechoslovak, French, Dutch
and Norwegian airmen all volunteered to continue the fight against the Germans.
During 1940–42 East Wretham airfield was home to 311 Czechoslovak Squadron,
which flew bombing missions over Germany, and a unit of the Royal Dutch Naval
Air Service was stationed at Methwold in 1943. Keeping aircrew in squadrons of
the same nationality reduced potential problems of communication to a minimum,
although most foreign aircrew rapidly became fluent in English. They were greatly
valued as part of the military effort, and also symbolically represented opposition to
the Nazi occupation of their countries.
The dominant nationality among foreign aircrew in the Brecks was American.
Very different in accent, dress, behaviour and resources, they created an indelible
impression on Alan Rudd who, as a boy, lived in Old Buckenham. “In the village
we got on very well with the American servicemen. We used to say ‘Got any gum,
chum?’ and some of the Americans would say, ‘Have you got a sister, mister?’ as they
would be looking for girlfriends.” For many children – and indeed, adults – around
Breckland, this was their first experience of people from different ethnic groups and
cultures. “Our school fostered relations with some black Americans who I think
were based at Snetterton airfield,” recalls Rudd. “I believe their task on the base was
transporting bombs and ammunition and loading the same to the planes… At our
school black American Padre used to come and visit us. He was a big man with an
even bigger smile. I remember on one occasion he brought his men and they sang
onstage in front of the whole school in the assembly hall what we now know as
Gospel Songs.”17
The British Empire was not exclusively white, either. As in World War One, the
Indian Army fought throughout World War Two across North Africa, Italy and
in the Far East against the Japanese. By 1945, there were 2.5 million men in the
Indian Army, mainly in the Far East. Throughout the desert campaign across North
Africa, Indian troops had been captured by German and Italian forces. Many were
liberated in 1945, and Lancasters from RAF Methwold helped bring many of these
Indian troops to stay in the now under-used camps around the Brecks. “Sometimes
on a Saturday afternoon I would cycle to one of the camps, either at Didlington or
Lynford. I had made many friends of different creeds and castes among the Indian
soldiers and enjoyed the challenge of making myself understood. I drank mugs of
tea, oddly with a pinch of salt. I ate chapattis with hard-boiled eggs or jam. I went
to the camp cinema and watched Indian films, learned a smattering of Urdu [and]
also how to write my name and address in Sanskrit. I even composed a short chant
in Urdu seeking rain so we didn’t have to play rugby at school!”18
17

Alan Rudd, Childhood memories of an old Norfolk boy of WW2: BBC WW2 People’s War
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ww2peopleswar/stories/51/a3142351.shtml
18 Bas Kybird, Memories of Methwold, https://joemasonspage.wordpress.com/2013/07/16
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As the military balance shifted in favour of the Allies, increasing numbers of
German and Italian prisoners-of-war (POWs) were captured. Under the rules of
the Geneva Convention, they could not work directly for military ends but could
be used for farming, building work or in local businesses. Many were sent out to
work in the fields of Breckland and were accommodated in the same military camps
formerly occupied by British soldiers, some in Nissen huts in the grounds of the
big houses. Much like British POWs in Germany and Italy, these men found ways
to occupy themselves, producing camp magazines and hosting carol services and
concerts. Through their work in the fields, some of the POWs became friendly
with local people and a few stayed on in the Brecks after the war. One notable exPOW was Max Mueller, who later became a reasonably well-known local artist. He
married a local girl he met through church and settled in Swaffham. Trained as a
printer in Germany, he had a talent for painting and achieved some fame as an artist
with his sensitive and beautiful watercolour landscapes.

Left
A leaflet for a carol service
produced by German prisoner-ofwar Max Mueller while at Cockley
Cley POW camp.
Swaffham Museum.
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6: Post-war and Cold War 1945 to 1949
After the establishment of the D-Day beachhead and the Allied advance on
Berlin, military operations in the Brecks started to reduce. Strategic and tactical
bombing raids still flew out of the local airfields, but fighter units were transferred
to stations in France. This put them closer to the action, quicker to engage and
able to stay out for longer. By the time the Soviets took Berlin, Hitler committed
suicide and Admiral Doenitz signed the peace treaty, military activity in Breckland
was significantly scaled back. Much of the infrastructure remained, the camps were
still there, and still accommodating troops. Troops continued to train in the area
before being sent out to the smouldering ruins of continental Europe. Canadian and
Indian troops passed through the camps, receiving extra training on the battle area
before being posted into Europe.

The Polish 2nd Corps

Meanwhile, other troops were coming home. Camps across the Brecks remained
important for accommodating troops as they returned from the war, with one
distinct set of soldiers finding shelter in the area: the Polish 2nd Corps. After Poland
was overrun by German forces in 1939, the country was essentially divided between
the USSR and Nazi Germany and, prior to Germany’s invasion of Russia, nearly a
million Poles were exiled to the gulags of Siberia on the orders of Stalin. Life there
was unbelievably tough, and the suffering of Polish families in these camps is well
documented.
After the German invasion of Russia in the summer of 1941, Stalin offered an
amnesty to the Polish soldiers who had been deported to Siberia. Polish troops were
relocated to Syria, where they formed the Polish 2nd Corps and were to fight with
great distinction across North Africa and Italy. Well motivated, highly effective and
armed with British weapons, they took part in battles such as Tobruk, El Alamein
and Monte Cassino. At the end of the war, Poland was a victim of international
expediency, returning to its pre-war state of sovereignty but firmly under Soviet
influence. The men of the Polish 2nd Corps believed that if they returned to Poland,
they would be subject to imprisonment or even execution. Indeed, for the few who
did go back, this was exactly what happened.
The British Government led by Churchill wanted to rid their hands of these
soldiers, but the incoming Labour Government of 1945 recognised that this would
be shameful and passed the Polish Resettlement Act. This allowed Polish troops
who had fought for the Allies to resettle in Britain, along with their families. The
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now empty camps around Breckland were ideal for receiving the new arrivals who,
after their experiences in Siberia and elsewhere, found little to complain about
with the leaky Nissen huts they were given. Military units stayed intact and were
assigned to distinct camps. The Polish soldiers were demobilised and re-enlisted in
the Polish Resettlement Corps, although some were unwilling to do so, preferring
instead to try to return to Poland as a military unit, under the command of the
Polish Government-in-Exile, to free their country from Soviet control. This
was an unlikely outcome, given the scale of Soviet power at the time, and such
‘recalcitrants’ were usually persuaded – if not downright coerced – into signing up
to the Polish Resettlement Corps. Ultimately, this was probably the best outcome
that could have been achieved at the time.

The soldiers continued to receive a military wage and within a short space of time
the camps were filled with children, allotments were dug, soup kitchens set up and
shops opened. Families were accommodated in Nissen huts equipped with a potbellied stove, a toilet and running cold water. The camps were known as orderly
and well-kept places, populated by people who wanted to get on with life. “The
Polish had a strong work ethic and integrated well,” recalls Victor Lukaniuk, whose
father was an officer in the Polish 2nd Corps. “The country needed labour, and we
helped contribute.” The children quickly found places in local schools, notably at
Weeting, and mostly settled in without problems. “There was no singling out, we
didn’t feel separate from the local community, we were treated as part of the English
community. I never felt any ill-feeling at all.” In Weeting camp alone there were
80 families, easily 3,000 people, and the local village school “had more Polish than
English in it.”19
19

Above
Polish 2nd Corps
embark onto trucks
at Brandon station
in 1946, heading
for local camps for
resettlement.
© Victor Lukaniuk.

Personal recollection of Victor Lukaniuk, as told to Peter Goulding
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Above
Joined by their families
in the Breckland
camps, resettled
Polish ex-servicemen
set about creating an
orderly domestic life.
© Victor Lukaniuk.

Many of the men found employment across the country, leaving the Polish
Resettlement Corps when they were ‘released to industry’. Around Breckland, the
Forestry Commission was a major employer, as was Calder’s Woodyard, and by the
1960s most of the camps were closed. Some families emigrated from Britain, finding
new homes and lives in Canada, Australia, Rhodesia or New Zealand. Others
remained locally, settling in the Brecks and particularly in and around Brandon.
Polish surnames remained not uncommon in the area well after World War Two.
It is interesting that, in more recent years, a new Polish community has settled in
the area, working primarily in the agricultural and service sectors under the free
movement provisions of the European Union.

The Cold War begins

The peace that followed the defeat of the Nazi regime did not last for long. By 1947
it was obvious that the USSR had clear territorial ambitions over Eastern Europe,
presenting a clear threat to American influence within a war-damaged Europe. A
response was required, and so the American and British governments agreed that the
USAF should establish bomber bases in the East of England. Of these, three of the
most important were in Breckland: Lakenheath, Mildenhall and Feltwell.
In May 1944 RAF Lakenheath had been converted into a Very Heavy Bomber
Station. Until then it had been a relatively minor satellite station and decoy for
Mildenhall, with squadrons of Stirlings flying out on mine-laying operations
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once the threat of enemy bombing had started to recede. Bomber runways had
started off as grassy fields, with metal netting or concrete runways added so that
the progressively heavier bombers (and fighters) would not sink into the sand that
passes for Breckland soil. This conversion was necessary for the deployment of a
new bomber: the Superfortress. Much heavier than anything that had come before,
it could fly higher and faster than any other aircraft and drop bombs from a height
of nearly six miles. It was technologically very advanced and required an enormous
amount of resources to build.
Lakenheath’s new runways needed to be on an entirely new scale to accommodate
the Superfortresses. They were 12 inches thick, 300 feet wide, with two 6,000 feet
(over a mile) long and one extending 9,000 feet (nearly two miles). At the busiest
period of this construction, over 1,000 men were working on the site. Over 6.3
million cubic feet of concrete were laid, using over 200,000 tonnes of cement,
which required 40,000 tonnes of coal to produce. Like most other construction
projects in the history of mankind, the creation of the new runways overran, taking
18 months to complete (rather than the anticipated 12), by which time the war was
over. The Superfortresses therefore never came to the Brecks, but were deployed in
the Pacific, from airbases and runways built by US army engineers on coral atolls.
From there they flattened and burned Japanese cities, at enormous cost in human
lives. Famously, World War Two concluded almost immediately after Superfortresses
Enola Gay and Bockscar dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
respectively.
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A B-29 Superfortress
over the Pacific.
Building the huge
runways needed for
the Superfortress at
Lakenheath meant the
airbase would later play
a key role in the Cold
War.
© Imperial War Museums/
FRE 11932.

45

THE MILITARY HISTORY OF THE BRECKS 1900–1949

Dropping these weapons changed the paradigm of war. A single aeroplane could
now carry a single bomb of incredible power, and so the strategy of having a
bombing force as a deterrent was in place once again. Breckland was recalled into
military service, on the front line of a situation that could so easily have deteriorated
into a nuclear exchange. From Lakenheath and Mildenhall, heavy aircraft were able
to reach cities and targets in the USSR if the balloon ever went up, and Feltwell
became a major communications base and the first UK base to have Thor Missiles
(from 1958). These missiles had been rapidly developed, carrying a nuclear warhead
and with a range that could hit Moscow from the UK. They were based at Feltwell,
North Pickenham and North Tuddenham, as well as at bases up and down the east
coast. The old workshops at Barnham Broom, which had started life fabricating
parts for tanks in World War One, now saw use as a nuclear bomb store for
distinctly British, rather than American, missiles. The continuation of these bases
as key players in the Cold War was a direct result of their proven success and utility
throughout World War Two and even earlier in some cases. This evolving role helps
shed light on the area’s wider history, without which we cannot hope to understand
what is happening in the Brecks today.
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Conclusion
This project has demonstrated that the Brecks played an important and diverse role in the military
history of Britain, and indeed Europe, between 1900 and 1949. From the earliest twentieth-century
post-Haldane manoeuvres and tank trials to the tense stand-offs of the Cold War, the area has been
defined by a military dimension. This heritage continues in the form of the USAF presence at Feltwell,
Mildenhall and Lakenheath, defining communities that would otherwise be tiny villages. The children of
American servicemen go to local schools, and it is not unusual to hear an American accent, see a lefthand
drive Dodge Truck or notice someone in battledress in a village shop. Local news reports are often
greatly concerned with whether one or other of these bases might close, or announce the arrival of a new
commanding officer, or a visit by the President in Air Force One.
Meanwhile, the Stanford Training Area, or STANTA, preserves the Breckland landscape in an unexpected
way. Coach tours, run seasonally by the military authorities and often containing some of the descendants
of those evicted from their homes there over 70 years ago, tour an area almost ecologically frozen in time.
The heaths, hedges, copses and spinneys that were so suitable for game cover, but unsuitable for tractors,
have been preserved, albeit with the odd burned-out tank or Forward Operating Base. Wildlife thrives
there. Indeed, many of the former military establishments and camps have been reclaimed by nature,
the bunkers now engulfed by ivy and bramble, the runways smothered by turf, moss and lichen, and the
buildings reduced to crumbling footings and scattered shards of glass. Despite these changes, the roaring
flights of F15s from Lakenheath, the frequent columns of olive-green or sand-coloured trucks and jeeps
on the local roads, and the episodic chatter of machine guns from the training area all serve as a reminder
that the Brecks continues to be intimately linked to defence and war.
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Archives
Both the Norfolk and Suffolk Record Offices and the Imperial War Museum all
have relevant archival records. Their websites carry details of opening times and
access arrangements:
Norfolk Record Office			
West Suffolk Record Office
The Archive Centre			
77 Raingate Street
Martineau Lane				
Bury St Edmunds
Norwich				Suffolk
Norfolk					IP33 2AR
NR1 2DQ				01284 741212
01603 222599				bury.ro@suffolk.gov.uk
norfrec@norfolk.gov.uk			www.suffolkheritagedirect.org.uk
www.archives.norfolk.gov.uk
Imperial War Museum
Lambeth Road
London
SE1 6HZ
020 7416 5000
www.ihm.org.uk
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